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[57] ABSTRACT 

An answering machine has a single tape for recording phone 
messages wherein messages are recorded on at least two 
tracks. The answering machine optionally includes a voice 
synthesis system for generating announcement messages 
and a microphone for recording announcement messages 
and monitoring audio events either over a phone line or via 
a recording. Recordings on each track are executed in the 
same direction. In one embodiment of the invention, a first 
track accepts messages received without requiring that a 
code be transmitted. Messages are recorded on a second 
track in a mailbox mode of operation only when a prede- 
termined mailbox code is received. A second embodiment 
includes inputs for two phone lines. The first tape track is 
dedicated to a first phone while the second track is dedicated 
to the second phone line. A third embodiment further 
includes the capability to record on third and fourth tracks 
which function as mailbox tracks for respective ones of the 
first and second tracks. Various modes of remote operation 
are initiated by a transmission of appropriate touch tone 
codes. 

8 Claims, 6 Drawing Sheets 
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SINGLE CASSETTE ANSWERING MACHINE 
WITH DUAL PHONE LINE AND MAILBOX 
FEATURES 

BACKGROUND OF THE DISCLOSURE 

The present invention relates to an improved single cas- 
sette answering machine, and is more particularly directed to 
an answering machine supporting mailbox, dual phone line, 
and room monitoring operations wherein tape tracks are 
independently recorded upon in a single direction. 

Conventional answering machines accept incoming 
phone calls over a single phone and allow a caller to leave 
a message on a recording tape. Such systems may include 
either one or two cassette tapes. Where two cassette tapes are 
employed, one tape is used for playing an announcement 15 
message, while the other accepts recordings of the incoming 
phone cabs. Hie use of dual cassette tapes increases the cost 
and complexity of the system. Single tape mechanisms first 
play the announcement message located at a predetermined 
location on the tape and then must fast forward to a location 20 
on the tape at an end of the last recorded incoming message. 
The fast forwarding operation delays recording the incoming 
message and forces the caller to wait until a ready indicator 
is generated. 

Conventional answering machine systems do not provide 25 
a method for an incoming caller to segregate messages. All 
incoming messages are recorded in sequence and are gen- 
erally erased as a whole after playback of the messages. This 
operation does not permit a user to playback specific types 
of calls which are of distinct significance, for example, 30 
business calls, as opposed to general personal calls. Thus, 
the user must filter through all the calls in order to extract the 
recorded business calls. 

Answering machines typically employ standard cassette 
drive mechanisms which record on a first side of a tape when 35 
the tape is inserted in a first orientation, and on a second side 
of the tape when the tape is installed in a reverse orientation 
from that of the first orientation. The first and second sides 
are, thus, recorded in opposing directions. This type of 
operation is conventional and is used in most commercial 40 
tape recorders. Thus, a tape removed from the typical 
answering machine may be replayed on any commercial 
tape recorder. This permits the security of the information on 
the tape to be easily breached 

Message recording systems also exist which implement 45 
"voice mail" operations, wherein a caller enters a touch tone 
code to store a message directed to a particular individual 
assigned to a ''mailbox" where the message is stored. Such 
a system is disclosed in U.S. Pat. No. 4,747,126. The 
messages are stored in either a digital memory or on a tape 50 
system. The caller is prompted to enter a code associated 
with a particular mailbox after which the system awaits the 
code's entry before proceeding. Entry of the code requires 
that the caller be using a touch tone phone to generate the 
requisite tones. Therefore, the caller must enter a recognized 55 
code in order to store his or her message. Operation of such 
a system is sometimes difficult or impossible where a user is 
unfamiliar with the technology involved or a touch tone 
phone is unavailable. Furthermore, such systems restrict the 
length of record messages requiring a caller to call back to $o 
record additional information. 

OBJECTS AND SUMMARY OF THE 
INVENTION 

Accordingly, it is an object of the invention to provide an 65 
answering machine which overcomes the drawbacks of the 
prior art. 



It is a further object of the invention to provide a single 
tape answering machine having a voice mail feature imple- 
mented in conjunction with a conventional answering opera- 
tion. 

It is a still further object of the invention to provide an 
answering machine which can record incoming messages 
with minimal delay after an announcement message is 
played. 

It is yet another object of the invention to provide a single 
tape answering machine capable of recording calls arriving 
over two phone lines in a segregated manner corresponding 
to the respective phone lines. 

An object of the present invention is to provide a single 
tape answering machine which records phone messages in a 
format incompatible with typically available tape players. 

Briefly stated, the present invention provides an answer- 
ing machine having a single tape for recording phone 
messages wherein messages are recorded on at least two 
tracks. The answering machine optionally includes a voice 
synthesis system for generating announcement messages 
and a microphone for recording announcement messages 
and monitoring audio events either over a phone line or via 
a recording. Recordings on each track are executed in the 
same direction. In one embodiment of the invention, a first 
track accepts messages received without requiring that a 
code be transmitted. Messages are recorded on a second 
track in a mailbox mode of operation only when a prede- 
termined mailbox code is received. A second embodiment 
includes inputs for two phone lines. The first tape track is 
dedicated to a first phone line, while the second track is 
dedicated to the second phone line. A third embodiment 
further includes the capability to record on third and fourth 
tracks which function as mailbox tracks for respective ones 
of the first and second tracks. Various modes of remote 
operation are initiated by a transmission of appropriate touch 
tone codes. 

In accordance with these and other objects of the inven- 
tion, there is provided an apparatus for answering phone 
cabs and recording messages on a single tape comprising a 
controller; an interface device for interfacing with a phone 
line and the controller, responsive to phone line conditions 
and the controller, a recording device responsive to the 
controller for recording messages on a first and a second 
track of the single tape; and an announcement device 
responsive to the controller for generating an announcement 
message. The controller includes a device for sending the 
announcement message out over the phone line in response 
to a predetermined number of ring signals indicated by the 
interface device. The controller includes a device for actu- 
ating the recording device to record a phone message, 
received over the phone line, on the second track in response 
to receiving a rffedetennined code received over the phone 
line. The controller includes a device for actuating the 
recording means to record the phone message on the first 
track in response to passage of a first predetermined time 
period without a receipt of the predetermined code received 
over the phone line. The controller includes a device for 
terminating recording responsive to one of an indication of 
termination of the phone message and a passage of a second 
predetermined time period. 

The present invention also provides an apparatus for 
answering phone calls and recording messages on a single 
tape comprising a controller; an interface device for inter- 
facing with a first and a second phone line and the controller, 
responsive to phone line conditions and the controller; a 
recording device responsive to the controller for recording 
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messages received over the first phone line on a first track of 
the single tape, and recording messages received over the 
second phone line on a second track of the single tape; and 
an announcement device responsive to the controller for 
generating an announcement message. The controller device 5 
including a device for selectively sending the announcement 
message out over one of the first and second phone lines in 
response to a predetermined number of ring signals indi- 
cated by the interface device. The controller including a 
device for actuating the recording device to record a phone 10 
message, received over one of the first and second phone 
lines, on one of the first and second tracks, respectively. The 
controller including a device for terminating recording 
responsive to one of an indication of termination of the 
phone message and a passage of a predetermined time 15 
period. 

The present invention also includes the above embodi- 
ments wherein, in the alternative, various implementations 
of features of the above embodiments are incorporated. For 
example, in the above embodiment having inputs for two 20 
phone lines, a further embodiment provides a dual phone 
line answering machine having a mailbox feature further 
comprising the recording device further including a device 
for recording messages on a third and a fourth track of the 
single tape. The controller including a device for actuating 25 
the recording device to record a phone message on the third 
track in response to receiving a first predetermined code 
received over the first phone line, and on the fourth track in 
response to receiving a second predetermined code received 
over the second phone line. The controller including a 30 
device for actuating the recording device to record the phone 
message on the first track in response to passage of a second 
predetermined time period without a receipt of the first 
predetermined code received over the first phone line, and 
on the second track in response to passage of the second 35 
predetermined time period without a receipt of the second 
predetermined code received over the second phone line. 

The present invention also includes the above embodi- 
ments wherein, the device for generating an announcement 
includes a digital voice storage and synthesis circuit. Addi- 40 
tionally, a microphone is provided for recording messages 
and monitoring audio events remotely over the phone line or 
by recording the audio events. Furthermore, the controller 
includes programming for the execution of a variety of other 
remotely control operations. 

The above, and other objects, features and advantages of 
the present invention will become apparent from the fol- 
lowing description read in conjunction with the accompa- 
nying drawings, in which like reference numerals designate 
the same elements. 



BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. la is a simplified drawing of a tape track and tape 55 
head arrangement of the present invention. 

FIG. lb is a diagram showing an arrangement of recorded 
messages. 

FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram of an electronic assembly 
of an embodiment of the present invention. 60 

FIG. 3 is a flowchart of an embodiment of a program for 
controlling operation of the electronic assembly of FIG. 2. 

FIG. 4 is a schematic diagram of an electronic assembly 
of a second embodiment of the present invention. $5 

FIG. 5 is a flowchart of an embodiment of a program for 
controlling operation of the electronic assembly of FIG. 4. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

Referring to FIG. la, there is shown a recording track and 
head arrangement of an answering machine of the present 
invention. A magnetic tape 10 has a first track 12 and a 
second track 14 arranged adjacent one another. The mag- 
netic tape 10 is of a standard configuration typically used in 
tape cassettes or micro-cassettes. A record and playback 
(R/P) head 16 has first and second record and playback (R/P) 
coils, 18 and 20, aligned respectively with the first and 
second tracks, 12 and 14. An erase head 22 includes first and 
second erase coils, 24 and 26, for erasing information 
recorded on the respective first and second tracks, 12 and 14. 

In order to record on the first track 12, the magnetic tape 
10 is driven in a first direction 28 by a tape drive mechanism 
(not shown). The first R/P coil 18 is driven with an audio 
signal, generated by an electronic assembly described below, 
to effect recording of the audio signal on the first track 12. 
Recording on the second track 14 is similarly accomplished 
by driving the second R/P coil 20 with an audio signal while 
the magnetic tape is also driven in the first direction 28. The 
first and second R/P coils, 18 and 20, arc driven indepen- 
dently so that the first and second tracks, 12 and 14, can be 
recorded upon at differing times and locations along the 
tracks independent of recordings on the other tracks. 

In a conventional tape recording mechanism, information 
is recorded in an opposite direction on a second track from 
that of information recorded on a first track. The present 
invention records information in the first direction 28 on 
both the first and second tracks, 12 and 14. Therefore, 
information recorded on the second track 14 cannot be 
played back on a conventional tape recorder because the 
information would be unintelligible due to attempting repro- 
duction in a reversed sequence. This unconventional record- 
ing arrangement provides a measure of security for infor- 
mation recorded on the second track 14. The information on 
the second track 14 can only be reproduced on a machine of 
similar construction. Therefore, a person obtaining unautho- 
rized possession of the tape 10, without also obtaining the 
answering machine, is impeded from retrieving the infor- 
mation on the second track 14. Additionally, the answering 
machine may optionally include a security mechanism for 
preventing playing of the second track 14 unless a personal 
identity number (PIN) is first entered. 

The tape 10 is illustrated having two tracks, however, the 
number of tracks may be increased in alternative embodi- 
ments of the present invention. In such embodiments the 
number of R/P coils in a record and playback head may be 
increased to be commensurate with the number of tracks or, 
alternatively, a positioning apparatus may be employed to 
align a single coil record and playback head with a desired 
track. Similar constructions are applicable to an erase head 
in such embodiments. 

Referring to FIG. lb, an arrangement of recorded mes- 
sages on the tape 10 is illustrated. Since each track is record 
independent of the other, the messages Ml of recording 1-4 
need not be synchronized with the messages M2 of record- 
ings 1-3. Furthermore, the messages need not be restricted 
in length as they do not have to coincide with a predeter- 
mined pattern. 

Referring to FIG. 2, a schematic of an electronic assembly 
30 of a first embodiment of the present invention is shown. 
The electronic assembly 30 has a central processing unit 
(CPU) 36 programmed to implement a mailbox mode of 
operation described below. A phone line 32 is interfaced 
with a telephone interface circuit 34. The telephone interface 
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circuit 34 performs necessary interface functions dictated by 
the requirements of the phone system. For example, the 
telephone interface circuit 34 provides the proper DC volt- 
age levels, isolation, protection circuitry, and signal levels 
required for interfacing to the phone line 32. A bus 38 5 
connects the telephone interface circuit 34 to the CPU 36 
which has a memory (not shown) suitable for storing a 
system program described below. The telephone interface 
circuit 34 sends signals over the bus 38 indicating ring signal 
detection, branch phone detection, and other phone line 10 
status signals required for operation. 

A first switch 40, operable by the CPU 36, selectively 
connects an I/O port 34* of the telephone interface circuit 34 
with either an input or an output of an amplifier 42, when in 
respective IN and OUT positions, dependent upon whether *5 
an maiming or outgoing message is being transmitted. For 
instance, if an announcement message is being sent out over 
the phone line 32, the first switch 40 is set to the OUT 
position connecting the I/O port 34' of the telephone inter- 
face circuit 34 with the output of the amplifier 42. Similarly, 20 
if an incoming message is being recorded, the first switch 40 
is set to the IN position connecting the I/O port 34' of the 
telephone interface circuit 34 with the input of the amplifier 
40. 

The output of amplifier 42 is coupled to a second switch 25 
44, a power amplifier 46, and a signal processing circuit 48. 
ITie second switch 44 is set in conjunction with the first 
switch 40 to corresponding IN and OUT positions, permit- 
ting the amplifier 42 to handle both incoming and outgoing 
messages. The second switch 44 is connected to an R/P coil 30 
selection switch 50 which is used to select either the first or 
second R/P coil, 18 and 20, of the R/P head 16. While the 
amplifier 42 and the power amplifier 46 are shown as 
separate entities, other embodiments of the present invention 
can include a solid state circuit integrating both units upon 35 
a single chip to provide for size and cost reduction. 

In a recording mode of operation, the CPU 36 sets the R/P 
coil selection switch 50 to select one of the first and second 
R/P coils, 18 and 20, and sets the first and second switches, 
40 and 44, to their respective IN positions, applying an 
output from the amplifier 42 to the R/P coil selection switch 
50 to record incoming calls. Alternatively, in a playback 
mode of operation, the CPU 36 sets the first and second 
switches, 40 and 44, to their respective OUT positions to 
connect the R/P coil selection switch 50 with the input of the 
amplifier 42. The output of the amplifier 42 is hard-wired to 
an input of the power amplifier 46. A recorded message is 
thereby reproduced by a speaker 51 driven by an output of 
the power amplifier 46. The amplifier 42 has automatic gain 
control circuitry for producing an output signal level having 
an appropriate level for either recording or playback opera- 
tion. 

An erase coil switch 52 is operated by the CPU 36 to 
selectively apply a DC erasing signal to one of the first and 55 
second erase coils, 24 and 26. The erase coils, 24 and 26, are 
driven during both erasing operations for removing all 
information from a given one of the first and second tracks 
12 and 14 or, during a record operation, to erase information 
from a selected one of the first and second tracks, 12 and 14, ^ 
prior to a corresponding one of the R/P coils, 18 and 20, 
recording information on the selected track. 

A system I/O assembly 60 interfaces with the CPU 36 and 
includes control switches and display devices (both not 
shown). The control switches can include simple switches 65 
for setting modes of operation or a keypad permitting the 
input of numeric or alphanumeric information. The keypad 
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permits a user to enter his personal identity number, in order 
to playback messages when the security option is included, 
in addition to other security codes for implementing remote 
operation. The display devices may include LCD or LED 
alphanumeric displays, and LED annunciators for indicating 
a given status of operation. 

A microphone 54 is selectively connected to a voice 
storage and synthesis circuit 56 by a microphone engage- 
ment switch 58 for digitally recording outgoing messages. 
The voice storage and synthesis circuit 56 digitizes analog 
signals produced by the microphone 54 and stores them in 
a memory (not shown). The voice storage and synthesis 
circuit 56 also supports the optional feature of a date and 
time stamp. A clock and calendar function is incorporated 
into the CPU 36 for maintaining a current time and date in 
the memory of the CPU 36. An audio signal carrying the date 
and time is generated by the voice storage and synthesis 
circuit 56 and recorded at the end of mcoming messages. 
Additionally, the voice storage and synthesis circuit 56 can 
support menu driven operation. 

The output of the microphone engagement switch 58 is 
also connected to the input of the amplifier 42 permitting a 
user to record messages on one of the first and second tracks, 
12 and 14, of the tape 10. The microphone 54 is also used 
for room monitoring. The first and second switches, 40 and 
44, are set to their respective IN positions for recording. 
Audio events, occurring in a room where the answering 
machine is located, are then recorded and can later be played 
back. Alternatively, it is also possible for the signals pro- 
duced by the microphone 54 to be sent out over the phone 
line 32 by the telephone interface circuit 34 when the first 
and second switches are set to a playback mode state. This 
permits the events in a room to be remotely monitored over 
the phone line 32. The monitoring function is initiated 
manually by switches of the system I/O assembly or 
remotely by a transmission of a remote monitoring com- 
mand from a touch tone phone. One such remote monitoring 
instructs the CPU 36 to record the events on a selected one 
of the first and second tracks, 12 and 14, until a cancellation 
command is sent Another form of remote monitoring com- 
mand instructs the CPU to transmit the audio events over the 
phone line until the caller hangs up. 

A tape drive assembly 62 interfaces with the CPU 36. The 
tape drive assembly includes a motor, a drive mechanism, 
and drive switching mechanisms (not shown) for effecting 
play, reverse and fast forward operations. Additionally, the 
tape drive assembly includes a sensor (not shown) for 
determining tape position perrnitting the CPU 36 to advance 
or rewind the tape 10 to a selected position for either 
playback or recording. The sensor may be either an optical, 
a magnetic, or an electro-mechanical encoding device. The 
sensor is coupled to a tape driving mechanism and produces 
pulses as the tape 10 is advanced or rewound. The CPU 36 
counts the pulses and thus determines a tape position indi- 
cating a current position of the tape 10 relative to an 
initialization position which is preferably at a beginning of 
the tape. A tape end detector (not shown) senses when the 
tape 10 has been fully rewound, at which point the CPU 36 
deactivates the tape driving mechanism and initializes a tape 
position count to zero. When a message is recorded on the 
tape 10, the CPU 36 monitors the tape position count and 
stores an end of message count in memory when recording 
of an incoming message is completed. This permits the CPU 
36 to rapidly find a position on the tape 10 at the end of the 
last recorded message on either one of the first and second 
tracks, 12 and 14. 

The signal processing circuit 48 also interfaces with the 
CPU 36. The signal processing circuit includes both VOX 
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(voice operated control) and DTMF (dual tone multifre- 
quency) decoding circuits (not shown). The VOX circuit 
permits the detection of various signals, both incoming and 
playback. For instance, the VOX circuit detects silence, 
voice signals, telephone supervisory tones, such as dial 5 
tones, special tones and noise. The DTMF circuitry provides 
for the decoding of remote control commands transmittable 
by touch tone phones. 

Referring to FIG. 3, a flowchart details a program stored 
in the memory of the CPU 36 for operating the answering 10 
machine with the mailbox feature. When a telephone call 
arrives over the phone line 32 the telephone call is processed 
by the telephone interface circuit 34 which sends a message 
over the bus 38 to the CPU 36 indicating that a ring signal 
is being received (step Al). The CPU 36 proceeds to count 
a predetermined number of ring signals and then issues an 15 
OFF HOOK command to the telephone interface circuit 34 
if a user does not answer the telephone call before the 
predetermined number of ring signals (step Bl). The pre- 
determined number of ring signals is either previously input 
by the user via the system I/O assembly 60 or is a pre- 20 
programmed default number of ring signals. Once the OFF 
HOOK command is issued, the telephone interface circuit 
34 couples the phone line 32 with the I/O port 34*. The first 
and second switches, 40 and 44, are set to their respective 
OUT positions by the CPU 36 in preparation for delivering 25 
an announcement message stored in the voice storage and 
synthesis circuit 56. Simultaneously, input from the phone 
line 32 is applied to the signal processing circuit 48. The 
announcement message is then reproduced by the voice 
storage and synthesis circuit 56 in response to a command 30 
issued by the CPU 36 (step CI). The announcement message 
is previously recorded by the user and provides a caller with 
desired information for either leaving a message or, option- 
ally, for using the mailbox feature. 

Following the issuance of the announcement message, the 35 
CPU 36 sets first and second switches to their respective IN 
positions and monitors an output of the signal processing 
circuitry 48 for detecting an occurrence of a mailbox com- 
mand (step Dl). The mailbox command is generated by the 
caller, preferably, using a keypad of a touch tone telephone. 
The DTMF circuitry, of the signal processing circuitry 48, 
decodes tone bursts of the touch tone phone and transmits 
decoded information to the CPU 36 as discussed above. 

Where the user intends the mailbox feature to be restricted 45 
to an authorized caller, no mention is made of the feature in 
the announcement message. Thus, the handling of an incom- 
ing call appears to be made by a conventional answering 
machine. In such instances, the mailbox command is a 
private identification number determined by the user. 50 
Whether public or private, the identification number is 
previously entered by the user via the system I/O assembly 
60 and stored by the CPU 36 for comparison with the 
decoded information from the DTMF circuitry of the signal 
processing circuitry 48. 55 

When a mailbox command is received, the CPU 36 
operates the tape drive assembly 62 to move the tape 10 at 
high speed to a position at an end of a last recorded mailbox 
message (step El). This is accomplished by comparing the 
current tape position count with the end of message count 60 
stored in the memory of the CPU 36 indicating the end of the 
last recorded message on the second track 14. When a tape 
position count equaling the end of message count is reached, 
the CPU 36 terminates the high speed drive of the tape 10. 
The CPU then sets the R/P coil selection switch 50 to select 65 
the second R/P coil 20 for recording on the second track 14 
dedicated to mailbox recordings (step Fl). In the alternative, 



when no mailbox command is received after a predeter- 
mined time period the CPU 36 determines that a normal 
message, as oppose to a mailbox message, is to be left and 
recorded on the first track 12 (step Dl). The tape 10 is 
normally maintained in a position corresponding to an end 
of a last recorded message on the first track 12, the track 
designated for use in normal mode operation. 

It is realized that, while the tape position count provides 
an effective method for locating specific positions on the 
tape 10, there are occasions where the accuracy of such 
positioning may be affected by tape stretch and varying 
tightness of the wound tape. Therefore, once the end-of- 
message position count is reached, an additional procedure 
can be implemented wherein the CPU 36 advances the tape 
10 a predetermined number of additional counts to ensure 
that a next recorded mailbox message does not overwrite an 
end of the last recorded mailbox message. Alternatively, 
another method is optionally provided to guard against 
overwriting. In this alternative method, the CPU 36 sets first 
and second switches, 40 and 44, to their respective OUT 
positions for reproducing recordings on the second track 14. 
The CPU then places the tape drive system 62 into a play 
mode and monitors the recording via the VOX circuitry of 
the signal processing circuit 48. The VOX circuitry indicates 
to the CPU 36 whether there is a recording present at a 
location currently being played or whether the tape 10 is 
blank at that location. Thus, the CPU 36 advances the tape 
10 until the VOX circuitry indicates a blank has been 
reached. A blank area at the end of the last recorded message 
is ensured by purposely erasing a portion of the tape 10 
following completion of the last recorded message during 
the prior activity. 

Following the selection of the recording track, the CPU 36 
initiates recording of an incoming message while monitoring 
the incoming message for a remote playback command 
issuable by the caller (step Gl). The remote playback 
command is also an identity code generated preferably by 
the touch tone phone. The DTMF circuitry conveys decoded 
touch tone signals to the CPU 36 which determines if the 
remote playback code issued corresponds to a remote play- 
back code previously stored by the user in the same manner 
as the mailbox command. 

When the remote playback command is not recognized, 
the CPU 36 maintains the tape drive assembly 62 in the 
recording mode for recording the caller's message on the 
currently selected track (step HI), while continuously moni- 
toring the call for the remote playback command. The CPU 
36 also monitors the output of the signal processing circuit 
48 and the telephone interface circuit 34 for a message 
termination condition (step II). Such a condition includes 
silence, extension phone pick-up, dial tones or a busy tone. 
The CPU allows recording to proceed until one of the 
aforementioned termination conditions occur. Thus, it is 
possible to limit message length based only on the amount 
of tape remaining. Since tracks are recorded independently 
of each other, messages on the first track 12 will not affect 
the length of messages on the second track 14. Alternatively, 
the CPU may optionally concurrently maintain a timing 
count to determine if a predetermined message time length 
has been reached. Furthermore, the CPU 36 monitors the 
tape drive assembly 62 for an output indicating that the end 
of the tape 10 has been reached. The CPU 36 performs a 
loop operation (steps Gl-Il) executing the above monitor- 
ing operations to continuously check whether a message 
termination condition has occurred. If one of the above 
conditions occurs, the CPU 36 commands the telephone 
interface circuit 34 to effect an ON HOOK operation which 
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signals the phone system, over the phone line 32, that the 
call is terminated (step Jl). The CPU 36 then commands the 
tape drive assembly 62 to terminate a recording mode of 
operation. However, prior to the termination of recording, it 
is usually unavoidable that an unwanted recording such as a , 
dial tone or other noise associated with the termination of the 1 
call is also made. Therefore, the CPU 36 commands the tape 
drive assembly to rewind the tape 10 a predetermined 
amount to back over the unwanted recording. 

The CPU 36 is optionally equipped to invoke recording of 
a time and date stamp which is generated by the voice 
storage and synthesis circuit 56, at the end of the recorded 
message. The time and date stamp is an optional feature that 
is incorporated into selected embodiments of the present 
invention. A predetermined blank recording period is then 
made to indicate the end of the message. The CPU 36 then 
records the present tape count position in memory as the new 
end-of-message position count for subsequent repositioning 
of the tape for recording future messages (step LI). Follow- 
ing the completion of recording a "mailbox" message on the 
second track 14 in response to the mailbox command, the 
CPU resets the R/P coil selection switch 50 to the first track 
12 and repositions the tape 10 to the end of the last normal: 
message recorded on the first track 12 in preparation for the 
receipt of another phone call (step Ml). The tape 10 is 
repositioned on the first track 12 by monitoring the tape 
position count, as discussed above, and comparing it with an 
end-of-message position count for the last recorded message 
on the first track 12, the normal message track. The repo- 
sitioning is done at high speed by either fast forward or 
rewind modes. Thus, having re-positioned at the end of the 
last recorded message on the first track 12, permits the 
answering machine to respond rapidly to a subsequent 
receipt of normal messages, since the tape 10 is already in 
position for their receipt. If a just recorded message was a 
normal message, no repositioning is necessary as the tape 10 
is already positioned at the end of the just recorded message 
on the first track 12. 

When the tape 10 is in the correct position for recording 
a subsequent normal message, the CPU 36 commands the 40 
tape drive assembly 62 to terminate tape transport (step Nl). 
Hie program then ends and returns to its beginning (Start) 
and awaits a receipt of a subsequent phone call. 

During the process of recording a message, the CPU 36 
continuously monitors an output of the DTMF circuitry of 45 
the signal process circuitry 48 for an indication that a remote 
playback command has been received (steps Gl, HI, and 
II). It is clear that such an operation may be accomplished 
by the CPU 36 repeatedly reading the output of signal 
processing circuitry, or by the signal processing circuitry 50 
sending an interrupt signal to the CPU 36 after which the 
CPU reads the output. When the signal processing circuitry 
48 indicates that a command has been received, the CPU 36 
verifies that the command matches the code previously 
stored by the user for security purposes. If the command 55 
matches, the CPU 36 continues to examine the output of the 
signal processing circuitry 48 for receipt of the mailbox 
command or a normal message command (step 01). After 
receiving a mailbox command or a normal message com- 
mand, the CPU 36 will instruct the tape drive assembly 62 60 
to rewind the tape 10 at high speed to a beginning of the tape 
10 (step VI or Ql respectively). Similarly, if no subsequent 
command is received within a predetermined time period, or 
an incorrect mailbox command is received, the CPU 36 
proceeds rewind the tape 10 to the beginning (step Ql) to 65 
play back the first track 12. An alternative embodiment of 
the present invention includes the use of two remote com- 
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mands, a first one of which is for the playback of mailbox 
messages while the second is for the playback of normal 
messages. This allows the user to send only one remote* 
command to playback either of the two types of messages on 
the first and second tracks, 12 and 14. 

After the tape 10 is rewound, the CPU sets the R/P coil 
selection switch 50 to a position selecting the first R/P coil 
18 for playing back messages on the first track 12 when 
either the normal message command, an incorrect mail 
message command, or no command is received (step Ql). 
Alternatively, the switch 50 is set for playback of the second 
flack 14 if a correct mailbox command is received (step Wl). 
The CPU next proceeds to playback the messages on the 
track selected by the R/P coil selection switch 50 (steps XI 
and Rl). Since the messages are recorded sequentially, 
continuous playback is achieved without the need to search 
a tape for message locations. During playback, the first and 
second switches, 40 and 44, are set to their OUT positions 
and the tape drive assembly 62 is actuated to advance the 
tape 10 in the first direction 28 at playback speed. While 
playback proceeds, the CPU 36 monitors the output of the 
signal processing circuitry 48 to determine if any one of a 
variety of other remote commands is subsequently received 
(steps Yl and SI). Such remote commands include com- 
mands for fast forwarding, rewinding, stopping the tape 
advance, saving messages, and canceling message playback. 
The aforementioned commands are effected by additional 
steps (not shown) which are realizable by those skilled in the 
art having viewed this disclosure. 

After each recorded message on a the selected track has 
been played back, the CPU 36 stops the tape drive assembly 
62 (steps Tl and Zl ). As discussed above, the CPU 36 
recognizes an end of the recorded messages by examining 
the tape position count in comparison with the stored end of 
message count. Verification of the end of the messages is 
optionally made by verifying silence via the signal process- 
ing circuitry 48. Absent receipt of a subsequent command 
signal during a predetermined time period, the CPU 36 
instructs the telephone interface circuit 34 to effect an ON 
HOOK operation terminating the phone call and returns to 
the begirining of the program (START) to await a new phone 
call. However, if a command signal is received, such as a 
command to play the previously non-selected track, the CPU 
36 does not issue an ON HOOK instruction and proceeds to 
execute steps (not shown) directed to effect the command 
received. For instance, if a command to playback the non- 
selected track was received, the CPU 36 would proceed to 
rewind the tape 10 and repeat the above operations selecting 
an appropriate one of the first and second tracks, 12 and 14 
(steps PI or VI), 

Hie embodiment of the present invention discussed above 
provides an answering machine which is capable of func- 
tioning as a standard answering machine, while also pro- 
viding an option for mailbox operation. The answering 
machine is programmed such that the mailbox mode of 
operation can be transparent to a caller unless a specific 
menu provision is implemented by the voice storage and 
synthesis circuit 56. Whereas dedicated voice mail systems 
require a caller to input specific codes using a touch tone 
phone, the above embodiment provides a default mode of 
operation wherein any caller can leave a message without 
going through the complexities of entering voice mail codes. 
Furthermore, should the caller be using a telephone that does 
not provide for touch tone operation, the caller can still leave 
a message on the first track 12 dedicated to normal message 
recording as opposed to voice mail recording. The above 
embodiment therefore allows a specific user to receive 
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specific messages on the voice mail track, the second track 
14, which is protected by a security code, while others 
expecting messages can receive the messages over the same 
phone line except that their messages are segregated from 
the voice mail messages. This feature is useful where, for. 5 
instance, a user expects business messages to he received at 
his home while other family members also wish to receive 
recorded messages. Thus, the embodimeal presented above 
provides a machine incorporating a voice mail feature while 
simultaneously providing the simplicity of use associated 
with conventional telephone answering machines. 

Referring to FIG. 4, a schematic of an electronic assembly 
70 of a second embodiment of the present invention is 
shown which incorporates a dual line answering feature. The 
electronic assembly is of similar construction, and functions 
in a similar manner, as the electronic assembly 30 of FIG. 2, 15 
except as follows. A second telephone interface circuit 35 
interfaces with a second phone line 33 in addition to the first 
telephone interface circuit 34 interfacing with the first phone 
line 32. The second telephone interface circuit 35 is inter- 
faced with the CPU 36 via a bus 39. A phone line selection 20 
switch 41 is operated by the CPU 36 to select either the first 
I/O port 34* of the first telephone interface circuit 34, or a 
second I/O port 35' of the second telephone interface circuit 
35. The phone line selection switch 41 connects the selected 
I/O port with the first switch 40, which provides for the 25 
selection of incoming or outgoing message operation, as 
discussed above. During operation of the electronic assem- 
bly 30, the CPU 36 records messages received over the first 
and second phone lines, 32 and 33, on respective ones of the 
first and second tracks, 12 and 14, as discussed below. The 30 
remainder of the electronic assembly 70 is the same as the 
electronic assembly 30 of FIG. 2, however, the CPU 36 
includes programming for implementing dual phone line 
operation as described below. 

35 

Referring to FIG. 5, a flowchart details a program stored 
In the memory of the CPU 36 for operating the above 
answering machine embodiment having the dual phone line 
feature. The program operates the electronic assembly 70 in 
a manner similar to the program of FIG. 3 operation of the ^ 
electronic assembly 30 as far as basic operations are con- 
cerned. These basic operations include setting the first and 
second switches, 40 and 44, to invoke record and playback 
modes, determining a position of a last recorded message, 
finding a last recorded message, and operating the voice 45 
storage and synthesis circuit 56. Therefore, in the interest of 
simplicity, redundant descriptions of such intricate opera- 
tions are omitted from the following description. 

Program execution begins when a telephone call arrives 
over one of the first and second phone lines, 32 and 33. The 50 
telephone call is processed by a respective one of the first 
and second telephone interface circuits, 34 and 35, which 
communicates to the CPU 36 that a ting signal is being 
received (step A). The CPU 36 proceeds to count a prede- 
termined number of ting signals while determining which 55 
one of the first and second telephone interface circuits, 34 
and 35, is receiving the phone call (step B) and sets the 
phone line selection switch 41 to connect the receiving 
telephone interface circuit to the first switch 40. The CPU 36 
then issues an OFF HOOK command to the receiving 50 
telephone interface circuit when the user does not answer the 
telephone call before the predetermined number of ting 
signals (step C). 

Following the issuance of the OFF HOOK command, the 
CPU 36 then initiates the playing of an announcement 65 
message by the voice storage and synthesis circuit 56. The 
announcement message may be one specially recorded for 



the active phone line or it may be a universal message for 
both phone lines, 32 and 33. Simultaneously, the CPU 36 
repositions the tape 10 to the end-of-message position of a 
target track of the tape 10 (step E). The target track is' the first 
track 12, if the first telephone interface circuit 34 is the 
receiving circuit, or the second track 14, if the second 
telephone interface circuit 35 is the receiving circuit How- 
ever, if the target track is a track presently selected by the 
R/P coil selection switch 50, repositioning is not necessary 
because the tape 10 is positioned by default at the end of a 
last recorded message. Hie CPU 36 then sets the R/P coil 
selection switch 50 to select the target track (step F). 

Once the target track has been selected, the CPU 36 then 
checks the output of the signal processing circuit 48 to 
determine if a remote playback command has been received 
(step G). If a remote playback command is received from the 
caller, the CPU 35 initiates execution of a series of opera- 
tions to playback prior recorded messages (steps N-S). 
Alternatively, when no command is received from the caller, 
the CPU 36 proceeds to set the electronic assembly 70 to the 
record mode, wherein the incoming call is recorded on the 
target track (step H). Once the record mode is set, the CPU 
' 36 monitors the output of the signal processing circuitry 48 
and the receiving telephone interface circuit for the occur- 
rence of one of the message termination conditions dis- 
cussed above with reference to FIG. 3 (step I). Continuous 
monitoring for either a message termination condition or a 
remote playback command is effected by the CPU 36 in a 
loop operation executing the required checks (steps G-I). 
Upon detecting one of the end of message conditions, the 
CPU 36 executes in sequence operations to issue an ON 
HOOK signal (step J), optionally record a time and date 
stamp (step K), store an end-of-message position for the 
selected track (step L), and terminate operation of the tape 
drive assembly 62 (step M). 

The CPU 36 responds to a receipt of a remote playback 
command by repositioning the tape 10 at high speed to the 
beginning of the messages (step N), i.e. the beginning of the 
tape 10. The CPU 36 next sets the R/P coil selection switch 
50 to an appropriate one of first and second track positions 
according to the remote playback command received (step 
O). For instance, a caller calling on the first phone line 32 
can issue a command to playback messages on the second 
track 14 which were received over the second phone line 33, 
or vice versa. Alternatively, the CPU 36 is programmed to 
lock out callers from playing back messages on a track not 
corresponding to the line they are calling on. After the R/P 
coil switch 50 is set, CPU 36 begins playback of the selected 
track (step P), while concurrently monitoring the signal 
processing circuit 48 for the arrival of the other possible 
remote commands discussed above with reference to the first 
embodiment. When the message ends or a predetermined 
time has passed, the CPU 36 stops the operation of the tape 
drive assembly 62 and issues an ON HOOK command to the 
receiving telephone interface circuit. Following issuance of 
the ON HOOK command, the program sequence (steps 
N-S) ends and the program returns to the starting point, 
ready to handle a receipt of a new phone call. 

A third embodiment of an answering machine of the 
present invention utilizes the electronic assembly 70 shown 
in FIG. 4 with the exceptions noted below and incorporates 
the programming features of the above first and second 
embodiments of the present invention shown in FIGS. 3 and 
5. The answering machine differs from the above embodi- 
ments in that the tape 10 has a third and a fourth track (not 
shown), the R/P head 16 has third and fourth coils (not 
shown), and the erase head 22 has third and fourth erase 
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coils (not shown). The R/P coil selection switch 50 is a 
single pole four throw switch, instead of the single pole 
double throw switch of FIG. 4. Hie erase coil select switch 
52 is similarly replaced by a single pole four throw switch. 
The first and second tracks, 12 and 14, accept normal 
message recordings from the first and second phone lines, 32 
and 33. The third and fourth tracks function to accept 
mailbox messages arriving over the first and second tracks, 
12 and 14, respectively. The programming incorporates the 
features of the flowchart of FIG. 5 for detennining which 
one of the phone lines, 32 and 33, is active (steps A-C) 
followed by the features of the flowchart of FIG. 3 (Cl-Dl) 
for checking for the mailbox command and for the remain- 
ing details of operation with the following exceptions. Both 
the first and second tracks, 12 and 14, are treated as normal 
message tracks for their respective phone lines. As noted 
above, the third track is treated as the mailbox track for the 
first track 12 and the fourth track is treated as the mailbox 
track for the second track 14. After an incoming message is 
recorded, the tape 10 is rewound to the end of the last 
message recorded on one of the first and second tracks, 12 
and 14. Thus, the answering machine can handle two phone 
lines, 12 and 14, and provide mailbox operation for both. 

Having described preferred embodiments of the invention 
with reference to the accompanying drawings, it is to be 
understood that the foregoing explanation is illustrative and 
that the invention is not limited to those precise embodi- 
ments. Various alterations and modifications may be effected 
therein by one skilled in the art without departing from the 
scope or spirit of the invention as defined in the appended 
claims. 

What is claimed is: 

1. An apparatus for answering phone calls and recording 
messages on a single tape comprising: 

a controller; 

interface means for interfacing with a first and a second 
phone line and said controller, responsive to phone line 
conditions and said controller; 

recording means responsive to said controller for record- 
ing messages received over said first phone line on a 
first track of said single tape, and recording messages 
received over said second phone line on a second track 
of the single tape; 

announcement means responsive to said controller for 
generating an announcement message; 

said controller including means for selectively sending 
said announcement message out over one of said first 
and second phone lines in response to a predetermined 
number of ring signals indicated by said interface 50 
means; 

said controller including means for actuating said record- 
ing means to record a phone message, received over 
one of said first and second phone lines, on one of said 
first and second tracks, respectively; and 

said controller including means for terminating recording 
responsive to one of an indication of termination of said 
phone message and a passage of a predetermined time 
period. 

2. The apparatus of claim 1 wherein said recording means 
records messages on said first and second track in an 
identical direction. 

3. The apparatus of claim 1 further comprising said 
controller means including: 

means for detecting an end of a last recorded message on 
each of said first and second track; and 
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means for returning said tape to a position corresponding 
to the end of the last recorded message on one of said 
first and second tracks upon termination of recording. 

4. The apparatus of claim 1 further comprising said 
controller means including means for playing messages 
recorded on one of said first and second tracks responsive to 
a receipt of a predetermined remote playback command 
received over said one of said first and second phone lines. 

5. The apparatus of claim 4 wherein said predetermined 
remote playback command includes a first remote playback 
command operative only for playing back messages on said 
first track and a second remote playback command operative 
only for playing back messages on said second track. 

6. The apparatus of claim 8 further comprising: 
a microphone; 

means responsive to said controller for applying an output 
of said microphone to one of said recording means and 
said interface means; and 

said controller including means responsive to receipt of a 
remote monitoring command received over an active 
one of said first and second phone lines for one of 
recording said output of said microphone on one of said 
first and second tracks, and transmitting said output of 
said microphone over said active phone line. 

7. The apparatus according to claim 1 further comprising: 
said recording means further including means for record- 
ing messages on a third and a fourth track of the single 
tape; 

said controller including means for actuating said record- 
ing means to record a phone message on said third track 
in response to receiving a first predetermined code 
received over said first phone line, and on said fourth 
track in response to receiving a second predetermined 
code received over said second phone line; and 

said controller including means for actuating said record- 
ing means to record said phone message on said first 
track in response to passage of a second predetermined 
time period without a receipt of said first predetermined 
code received over said first phone line, and on said 
second track in response to passage of said second 
predetermined time period without a receipt of a second 
predetermined code received over said second phone 
line. 

8. An apparatus for answering phone calls and recording 
messages on a single tape comprising: 

a controller; 

interface means for interfacing with a first and a second 
phone line and said controller, responsive to phone line 
conditions and said controller, 

recording means, responsive to said controller, for record- 
ing messages received over said first and second phone 
lines on a single tape on respective ones of first and 
second tracks in a single direction; 

said controller including means for actuating said record- 
ing means to record a phone message, received over 
one of said first and second phone lines, on said single 
tape; and 

said controller including means for terminating recording 
responsive to one of an indication of termination of said 
phone message and a predetermined time period 
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